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This is the third in. a series of reports concerning the impact of the 
four modes of discourse on written syntactic complexity at the elementary 
school level. This report. Part III, covers the writings of fifth-grade 
students. The over-all, three-grade study (3,U,5) covers the same time 
period, methods, and procedures in collecting and analyzing the data. 

Parts I and II, covering third and fourth graders, revealed that writ- 
ers at different ability levels, as well as different grade levels, produce 
significantly different levels of syntactic complexity across the four modes 
of argumentation, exposition, narration, and description. The findings also 
demonstrated that argumentation accounts for the most complex syntax, while 
description accounts for the least complex syntax. The modes of exposition 
and narration accounted for syntax that fell between the other two modes. 

Part III involves the same general question as Parts I and II: Do 
children write at different syntactic levels in different modes of discourse? 
If so, what further implications might be suggested for writing instruction, 
research, and evaluation? 
Background 

One of the most influential English educators today is James Moffett, 
whose Te aching the Universe of Discourse has had an undeniably strong in- 
fluence on language arts instruction across the grades. Moffett 's work has 
re-awakened interest in the student's use of language 4n context. His 
student-centered curriculum focuses on the whole discourse , countering the 
usual textbook approach in which language is taught by isolated grammatical 
exercise: 

The curriculum set)aration of language study from 
composition cannot ens^e that when a student elaborates 
sentences in his natural writing he does not do so xn the 
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the same a-rhetorical way he did during the exer- 
cises, for the learning and the learning set are 
bound by a very powerful association. (p. 170 ) 

Moffett encouraged the recognition of context in all language process- 
ing. A student who completes an isolated sentence exercise usually does so 
by manipulating the pieces without any knowledge of where, when, or why such 
a sentence should be used in the first place. Moffett claimed that in normal 
communication, a sentence requires context — that is, experience within a time 
and place for a purpose that is meaningful to the child. 

Moffett based his student-centered curriculum on Piaget's cognitive 
and Chomsky's linguistic developmental ideas. Piaget's theory requires time 
and space for development away from the egocentric toward ^he formal, abstract 
level of cognition. Moffett interpreted Piaget as saying that children are 
involved in a temporal series of advances that continuously substitute outer 
events for inner ones, leading from egocentrioity outward toward individual- 
ity. Chomsky's transformational -generative ideas evolved from a theory that 
saw children as innately equipped to generate an infinite set of sentences. 
Chomsky's concepts required a speaking environment to stimulate use of the 
human factor of language, but growth was innately predisposed as an internal- 
ly built-in process which took its clues from the experience of the spealcer 
in language situations. 

The spatial elements of Moffett 's system involved what he called the 
"I-you" and the ''I-it" relationships. The I-you' was defined as personal com- 
munication with an audience, and the I-it as a personal extraction of informa- 
tion from raw phenomena. Thus, children communicated with others using 
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their own interpretations of subject matter. Moffett considers the two spa- 
tial relationships basic to' natural communication. Children develop out of 
their selfr-centered worlds — via interior dialog (reflection), conversation, 
correspondence, and public narration— through egocentric, then personal, and 
finally impersonal audiences . 

The temporal elements of Mcffett's curriculum include the dramatic 
present (what is happening), the narrative past (what happened), the exposi- 
tory present (what happens j , %and the arguable future (vhat may happen). Time 
is the platform for the classical modes of discourse: description, narra- 
tion, exposition, and argumentation (with the only difference being Moffett 's 
replacement of description with drama , as a concrete expression or acting 
out of what children perceive in raw phenomena). Moffett sums up his position 

Thus, some traditional categories of discourse — 
drama, narration, exposition, and argumentation — be- 
come redefined in terms of (l) distance between speaker 
and subject; (2) levels of increasing abstraction; and 
r (3) a sequence of activities, or fnkills which the stu- 

dent shoiild learn how to do—record, report, generalize, 
and theorize — in that order (keeping in mind that we 
are referring to whole discourse, not just to sentences). 

(p. 36) 

In writing, students mesh all the separable parts of the composing pro- 
cess into one act. Moffett suggests that it is a multi-dimensional process, 
with traces of every aspect surfacing at every level. Kantor (19T6) has 
shown how the modes that appear more accessible to younger students (nar- 
ration and description) allow them access to the cognitively more difficult 
modes (exposition and argumentation). He uses examples of children's writ- 
ings at the fifth-grade level to illustrate how the writers interweave nar- 
ratives and descriptions to support their explanations and arguments. Such 
multi-dimensional interweavings appear only transferrable by means of 
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instructional tasks which take into consideration the whole discourse, as 
Moffett contends. 

The syntactic part of this multi-dimensional process also may throw some 
light on the instructional strategies necessary. Some of the temporal aspects 
of the process have been detailed in the mode-based tendencies of extending 
the size and increasing the number of clauses inside the T-unit, which was 
referred to in Part II. A recent study by Smith and Swan (19T6) illustrates 
the potential influence of the spatial "l-you". That study sought to measure 
changes in syntactic complexity when different ability writers directed their 
writings toward different audiences. Sixth graders, college freshmen, and 
college upperclassmen were asked to rewrite Smith's "Bee" passage, a rewriting 
instrument that correlated highly with O'Donnell and Hunt's "Alminum" passage 
(Smith, forthcoming). All groups were instructed to rewrite the passage for 
different levels of audience, with the expectation that "At," "Below," and 
"Above" responses would be elicited. None of the groups were able to rewrite 
the passage at significantly different levels "Above." And only the college-aged 
students were able to rewrite the passage "Below." Sixth graders could not 
control their syntax in either direction, in a statistically significant manner. 
Thus, these students appeared more development ally restrained.- It appears that 
only relatively mature writers can adjust their syntactic complexity "down" for 
lower level audiences — ^but audience does appear to effect syntactic complexity 
under certain circumstances. 

This study focuses on the possible implications of the syntactic part of the 
mult i -dimensional act of composition when the modes of discourse are controlled. 
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The Fifth -Grade Study. 

The 51 fifth-grade students participating in Part III underwent the - 
sa.e procedures at the sa.e ti.e as the third ^d fourth graders of Parts I 
and II. I^ese fifth graders included 25 girls and 26 boys. All were white 
and enrolled in two self-contained classrooms in two different schools in 
the same Metro Atlanta school district. 

considering the grade level and normal practices in their classes, the 
teachers read each topic aloud, with the students asked to follow along si- 
lently. U five-minute discussion period followed' this reading, allowing 
the students to talK about the topic. B.e teachers answered all questions 
to the best Of their ability....-TKey were also instructed to tell the class 
that spelling was not a crucial matter. B>e^*iiaren were also told that 
they were not involved in a test and their writings would not be graded. 
TU.y were informed that the writings were to he used to learn more about 
how children at their grade level learned to write. 

Ea.h writing topic was printed on a separate sheet of 8 X 10 paper, 
preceded by lines for the student's na^e, name of the school, and the date. 
Ihe papers contained triple-spaced lines on the topic side, and students 
were allowed to continue onto the other side if they filled up the front. 

The topics, according to the mode, were: 

^ . "r-hnldren mav someday go to school all year long. 

so^e SSa^S in San^Dfego, California, do it now. 
Do you think it is a good idea? V/hy or why not? 

Exposition: "Where do you go and what do you do after school? 

Do you have a special place to go a job to do, a 
friend to play with? Would you like to take a new 
SSd Titl you after school? What can you tell 
about the best thing to do after school? 
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Narration : "Tell about a TV show that you like a lot . What 

~ happens in the show? How does it make you feel? 

Do you think other children would like it, too? 

Desc ription : "Write atout yourself. Tell what you look like. Tell 

what you like to do. What is your school like? What 

does your classroom look like? What do you do there? 
What do you do at recess? What is your favorite sub- 
ject in school?" 

In any mode-based study, it should he pointed out that the concept of 
"mode" is not a pure one. The fact that children are stimulated to write in 
the mode of argumentation, for example, does not mean they will write in an 
argumentative way exclusively. Modes of writing overlap; children writing 
in exposition may talce time out from their explanation to argue what's best 
at a critical point, to describe an entity being used, and even to narrate 

a related anecdote. 

With this in mind, then, this study defines mode as a production in 
which the writer's attention is directed in one of the following ways: 

1. In using language that—in the main— argues a point of view, de- 
fends a position, expresses an ^emotional inclination, or tries to 
persuade, the writer is considered to be writing in the moae of 
argument at i on . 

2. In using language that—in the main— explains a procedure or an 
experience (in a restricted framework), the writer is considered 
to be writing in the, mode of exposition . 

3. In using language that— in the main-tells a sequence of events 
observances, or experiences, the writer is considere.d to be writ- 
ing in the mode of narration . 

k. In using language that— in the main— depicts people, places , things , 
and/or events in detail, the writer is considered to be writing in 
the mode of description . 

The over-all study takes its definition of mode from this researcher's 
level of comprehension regarding the differences involved, as noted above. 
The papers included in this study were those that met the criteria above. 
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Some 3k papers were eliminated in this process, leaving 20h writings to be 
analyzed as representing the four mode-based productions of the 51 fifth- 
grade children participating. 

An average of 628 words pe^? student were collected over the four writ- 
ings. For the group comparisons required of this study, therefore, it was 
felt that the above ajnounts were sufficiently representative. 

The procedures used for segmenting the written productions into T-units 
were similar to those used by Hxant (1965)3 Q'Donnell, Griffin, and Norris 
(1967), -and O'Hare (1973). They are descril:)ed in full, along with a des- 
cription of the syntactic factors, in Perron (197U, pp. 103-110). The ^syn- 
tactic variables in this study— T-unit length (words per T-unit), clauses 
per T-unit (dependent clauses per independent clause) and clause length 
(words' per clause)— were chosen because they have "been shown by Hunt to cor- 
relate with mental and chronological age. Also, they were ajnong the 23 
variables shown by San Jose (l972) to be significantly discriminating across 
the four modes* 

In addition to the analysis of the productions of the full group, the 
students' productions were investigated baseci on assignment to ability groups 
High, middle, and low subgroups were established by means of reading com- 
prehension scores obtained from the Gates-McGinitie tests administered in 
April 1975- Three of the" 51 students were recent transfers into the dis- 
trict; lacking such scores, they were not included in the subgrouping pro- 
cedures or tests. Instead of raw scores, the grade equivalent scores were 
used for consistency with the later analysis of across-the-grades effects 
(Part IV). . 

9 
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The statistical procedures used in this study included Pearson's jr, 
analysis of variance, and t-test procedures (Nie, 1975 )• Also, repeated 
measiires procediires were utilized (Dixon, 1973). All tests were run on. the 
IBM 360/370 systems through the Educational Research Laboratory at the Uni- 
versity of Georgia. For all statistical procedures, the ,05 level of signi- 
ficance was chosen as the most pertinent level because it was felt that a 
.1 level would have permitted possible Type I errors while a .01 level would 
have misled many valuable insights. 

Specifically, Part III is designed to- investigate the following ques- 
tions concerning the impact of mode on written syntactic complexity at the 
fifth-grade level: 

1. Are there differences between the boys and girls in age, reading 
comprehension, and written 'syntactic complexity as measured by 
three syntactic factors? 

2. Are there differences between the girls and boys within each of 
the four modes regarding written syntactic complexity as measured 
by T-unit length means? 

3. Based on ability groupings, are there differences among the high, 
middle, and loV^ subgroups concerning age, reading comprehension, 
and written syntactic complexity as measured by three syntactic 
factors? 

k. Are there differences among the high, middle, and low subgroups re- 
garding written syntactic complexity as measured by T-unit length 
means within each of the four modes? 

5. In each of the ability groups, are there differences across the 
four modes regarding written syntactic complexity as measured by 
three syntactic factors? 

6. Based on the full group data, are there differences across the four 
modes in written syntactic complexity as measured by the three syn- 
tactic factors? 

7» If differences emerge across the modes in any of the three syntac- 
tic factors (//6, above), how do the modes line up (highest to low- 
est), and are their rankings different in a statistically signifi- 
cant way, one from another? 
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8 Finally are there correlations among age, sex, reading conprehen- 
lioJ! J-u^it length. Clauses per T-unit , and clause length means? 

Findings. 

It was first decided to investigate possible population differences or 
similarities by sex, using analysis of variance procedures. Table I shows 
that the girls and boys did not significantly differ by age. Their reading 
comprehension grade equi«^alent means were also not significantly different, 
in the three syntactic factors, the boys' T-unit length means were not sig- 
nificantly different from the girls'. In clauses per T-unit, their scores^ 
were alinost equal; and in clause length, the boys' higher 1 .kk words per 
Clause was not significantly different from the girls' T-IT words per clause 
mean. 

TABLE I 

COMPARISON OF BOYS AUD GIRLS BY AGE, READING 
COMPREHEI^SION SCORES (RC), AND THREE SYJ.TACTIC FACTORS 

Boys Girls 
Factor S. imm. ^ mil ^ .I=Si-t- 

.,e(yr=,»os) 51 10-6 -50 10.6 .Ua -Oate) 

IBC 1.8 5.1 1-96 1-8° ^-^^ 

Word=/T-unlt 51 10.06 l.TO 9.T5 l-W .50 (US) 

Clauses/T-m,it 51 1-35 -l- 1-36 -l- -O? («^' 

/ma„.e 51 T.W , -98 T.IT -93 -97 (KS) 

DF: 1,U9 (F-value required at .05=^-04) 
NS — Not significant 

1. RC included k8 available Gates-McGinitie test scores (Boys, 25; Girls, 
23). DF: 1,1+6 (F-value required at .0^=4.u?; 
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Table II uses analysis of variance to compare the T-unit length means 
of the two sexes within each of the four modes. In description, exposition, 
and argumentation, the "boy?' and girls' productions do not significantly dif- 
fer, but in narration, the boys produced more complex T-units than the girls; 
the difference vms statistically significant. 

TABLE II 

COMPARISON OF BOYS AND GIRLS BY T-UUIT LENGTH MEANS 
VflTHIN THE FOUR MODES 
Boys Girls 



Modes 


(N=26) 


SD 


(N=25) 


SD 


F-value 


Description 


8.56 


2.18 


8.1^0 


l.kG 


.09 (NS) 


Narration 


10.2il 


2.39 


8.8k 


1-55 


6.07* 


Exposition 


10.28 


2.kl 


10.56 


3.58 


.11 (NS) 


Arfivunentation 


13.17 


3.27 


12.95 


3.33 


.06 (NS) 



DF: 1,^9 (F-value required at .05=^-0^^) 

NS — Not significant 
*--si'gnificani at or beyond the -05 level. 

The students were assigned to subgroups based on their reading compre- 
hension abilities. Repeated measures procedures were used to compare the 
high, middle, and low ability means. Table III indicates that the groupings 
seem to line up according to age levels; the older students were at the bot- 
tom, while the middle and high groups were mixed, and this difference was 
statistically significant. Since the groups were based on reading compre- 
hension scores, the significant difference between their RC means was ex- 
pected- In T-unit length means, the high group recorded the highest complex- 
ity level, followed by the middle group, then the low; the difference between 
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the groups was statistically significant. In clauses per T-unit, this same 
alignment resulted, and the differences were again significant. In clause 
length, a similar order resulted, with the differences again statistically 
significant. 

TABLE III 

DISTRIBUTION ACROSS ABILITY GROUPS OF AGE, T-UNIT 
LEtlGTH, CLAUSES PER T-UNIT, PM) CLAUSE LENGTH UEAIIS 







Reading 


Comprehension 


(RC) 


Subgroups 










LOW 


OTDDLE 




HIGH 




Factor 


(N=l6) 


SD 


(N=l6) 


SD 


(N=l6) 


SD 


F-value 


Age (yrs ,mos ) 


10.8 


.5U 


10. u 


.33 


10.5 


.38 


U.23* 


^RC 


3.U 


.53 




.U2 


6.2 


2.56 


13.59*** 


Words /T-unit 


8.96 


I.5U 


9.68 1.01 


11.11 


I.U7 


10.35*** 


Clauses /T-unit 


1.31 


.16 


1.33 


.10 


I.U3 


.Ih 




Words /Clause 


6.85 


.96 


7.31 


.72 


7.82 


1.02 


U.57* 


DF: 2,U5 (F-value required at 


.05=3.21; at 


.001=8.25) 







* — significant at or "beyond the .05 level 
««« — significant at or "beyond the .001 level 

1. At the time of RC testing, the expected mean was U.7 (April 1975)- 

On the next page, Tahle IV compares T-unit length means of the low, mid- 
dle, and high groups—rithin each mode—hy repeated measures procedures. 
Although producing T-^onit length means that consistently ranged in order up- 
wards from low to high group, only narration and description modes showed 
significant differences. In exposition and argumentation, the T-unit length 
means of the ahility groups were not significantly different. 
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TABLE IV 

DISTRIBUTION ACROSS ABILITY GROUPS OF T-UKIT LENGTH 

MEANS WITHIN FOUR MODES 

Peadin.3 Ccir.prehension (RC) Subgroups 
L0V7 MIDDLE HIGH 



Mode 


(N=l6) 


SD 


(N=l6) 


SD 


(i:=i6) 


SD 


F-value 


Description 


7.55 


l.Sit 


8.28 




9.73 


1.96 


6.81+** 


Narration 


8.91 


1.97 


0.01 


1.98 


10.80 


2.16 


It. 33* 


Exposition 


9-20 


2.39 


10.1+2 


2.72 


11.78 


3.60 


3.08 (NS) 


Argumentation 


11.73 


3.09 


12.76 


3.1+8 


lit. 28 


2.71+ 


2,70 (KS) 


DF: 2,1*5 (F-value 


required at .05= 


=3.21 ; at 


.01=5.12) 








NS — Not significant 















* — significant at or beyond the .05 level 
— significant at or beyond the .01 level 

On the next page. Table V investigates the three syntactic factors via 
repeated measures procedures across the modes by separate ability group. 
Within each group, the results indicate that the three syntactic factors 
emerge as significantly different across the modes. That is, in T-unit length, 
different levels of syntactic complexity are recorded, which raJige from a low 
in description, to a higher recording in narration, a higher recording in 
exposition, and finally, the highest recording in argumentation. This is 
repeated for the middle and higb. groups. All differences are significant 
at or beyond the .001 level. In clauses per T-unit, all three ability groups 
demonstrate significant differences across the modes, although the mode of 
exposition records lower levels of complexity than narration here. In clause 
length means, narration emerges as the least complex mode in each ability 
group. In the low ability group, argumentation records the highest complexity. 
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but the middle and high groups give the highest complexity rating to exposi- 
tion. In all cases, the differences are statistically significant. 



Sub- 
group 

L0V7 
(N=l6) 



MID 
( N-16) 



HIGH 



TABLE V 

DISTRIBUTION ACROSS THE MODES OF THREE SYNTACTIC 
FACTORS BY ABILITY GROUP 

MODES^ 



Factor 


D 


K 


E 


A 


F-value 


Words /T-URit 


7.55 


8.91 


9.19 


11.73 


9.31*** 


Clauses /T-un it 


l.lh 


l.kl 


1.27 


1.55 


7.38*** 


Words /Clause 


6.58 


6.33 


7.26 


7.71 


3.19* 


Vtords/T-unit ■ 


8.28 


9.01 


10.1+2 


12.77 


9-l;3*** 


Clauses /T-unit 


l.lh 


1.36 


1.28 


1.73 


11.1;5*** 


Words /Clause 


7.23 


6.63 


8.17 


7.58 


3.25* 


Vfords/T-imit 


9.73 


10.80 


11.78 


llt.28 


8.36*** 


Clauses /T-unit 


1.20 


I.5U 


1.35 


1.81 


17.1*2*** 


V/ords /Clause 


8.15 


7-02 


8.98 


7.87 


2.85* 



DF: 3,60 (F-value required at .05=2.76; at .01=U.13; at .001=6.17) 

* — significant at or beyond the .05 level 
— significant at or beyond the .001 level 

1. Modes: D=Description ; N=Narration; E=Exposition ; A=Argumentation 

Table VI again uses repeated measures procedures to compare the full 
group's syntactic factors across the modes. In all three syntactic factors 
—T-unit length, clauses per T-unit, and clause length — the students pro- ■ 
duced writings that vere significantly different in complexity; the differ- 
ences were significant at or beyond the .001 level. 
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DISTRIBUTION ACROSS 


THE MODES 


OF THE FULL 


GROUP D 








THREE 


SYNTACTIC 


FACTORS 






Factor 


n 


D 


N 


E 


A 


F -value 


Words /T-unit 


51 


8.i»8 


9.56 


10. U2 


13.06 


28.22*** 


Clauses /T-unit 


51 


1.17 


l.hh 


1.30 


1.71 


37.50*** 


Words /Clause 


51 


7.27 


e.sh 


8.12 


7.72 


7.88*** 



DF: 3,200 (F-value required at .001=5.^2) 
»»» — significant at or beyond the .001 level 

1. Modes: D=Description ; N=Narration; E=Exposition; A= Argument at ion 

V7ith the establishment of significant differences across- the modes in 
all three syntactic factors, tvo-tailed t-tests were run, using paired modes 
to determine the relative rankings of the modes in each syntactic factor. 
On the next page. Table VII shovs the results of a comparison of T-unit length, 
means of the four modes. Argumentation registers the highest syntactic com- 
plexity in this factor, followed by exposition and narration at a signifi- 
cantly lower level; the latter two modes do not differ statistically. The 
lowest syntactic complexity ii. • nmd in description, which is significantly 
less complex than either exposition or narration. 

On page 16, Table VIII compares the clause per T-unit means (dependent 
clauses per independent cla\ise) across the four modes. The two-tailed t- 
tests show argumentation as registering the most complexity in this factor. 
Narration, which is next highest, is followed at a less complex level by 
exposition. Description is the least complex of the modes here, also. All 
differences are statistically significant. 
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,. TABLE VII 

T-TESTS OF T-UNIT LENGTH MEANS ACROSS PAIRED MODES 
Words/ Difference 2-Tai1ed 



UcSCn \J L 1 UU 




lid 1 I a L 1 Uil 


(H) 


uesc r 1 \JL 1 un 




Mi yUlllCil Ld L 1 Uil 


(A) 


Description 


(D) 


Exposition 




Narration 


(N) 


Argumentation 


(A) 


Narration 


(N) 


Exposition 


(E) 


Argumentation (A) 


Exposition 


(E) 


DF: 50 



8.48 1.85 
9.55 2.12 



-3.37 .001 N> D 



■9.56 .000 A> D 



-4.43 • .000 E> D 



-7.51 .000 A> N 



-1 .92 .06 N = E 



5.31 .000 A> E 



Full Relationships: A> E = N> D 
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TABLE VIII ■ 

T-TESTS OF CLAUSES PER T-UNIT MEANS ACROSS PAIRED MODES 
Clauses/ Difference 2-Tailed 



rlUUc A IHUQc 




T- 


■ 1 jn 1 

Ul 1 1 u 


SD 


Description 


(D) 


1. 


17 


.14 


Narration 


(N) 


1. 


44 


.26 


Description 


(D) 


1. 


17 


.14 


Argumentation 


(A) 


1. 


71 


.39 


Description 


(D) 


1. 


17 


.14 


ExDosi ti on 


(E) 


1. 


30 


.26 


Narration 


(N) 




44 


26 


Argumentation 


(A) 


1. 


71 


.39 


Narration 


(N) 


1. 


44 


.26 


Exposition 


(E) 


1. 


30 


.26 


Argumentation 


(A) 


1. 


71 


.39 


Exposition 


(E) 


1. 


30 


.26 


D^: 50 










Full Relationships: 


A> 


N > 


E > D 



-6.80 .000 N > D 



-9.95 .000 A> D 



-3.41 .001 E> D 



-4.70 .000 A> N 



3.53 .001 N> E 



7.01 \ .000 A> E 
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TABLE IX 

T- TESTS OF CLAUSE LENGTH MEANS ACROSS PAIRED MODES 
Words/ Difference 2-Tailed 



Description 


(DJ 


7 
/ • 


9 7 


1 An 


Narration 




C 

0 . 


. Of 


Q7 


Description 




■7 


9 7 

.CI 




Argumentdti on 




7 




1 • sJ*T 


Description 




7 


97 




Exposition 


(E) 


8, 


.12 


2.25 


Narration 


(N) 


6, 


.64 


■ .97 


Argumentation 


(A) 


7. 


.72 


1.54 


Narration 


(N) 


6, 


.64 


.97 


Exposition 


(E) 


8. 


.12 


2.26 


Argumentation 


(A) 


7. 


.72 


1.54 


Exposition 


(E) 


8. 


.12 


2.26 


DF: 50 














E> D 




Full Relations 


hips: 


E 


= A 


= D>N 



3.17 .003 D> N 



-1.76 .08 A = D 



-2.86 .006 E> D 



-4.03 .000 A> N 



-4.50 .000 E> N 



•1.37 .17 E = A 
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On the preceding page (p. IT), Table' IX shows the results of t-tests 
comparing the clause length means across the four modes. Exposition is tied 
with argumentation as the most -complex modes; however, exposition is signi- 
ficantly more complex than description, while argumentation is not. The 
only pure difference emerges with narration, which is shown to be signifi- 
cantly less complex than all three of the other modes. 

Table X investigates age, reading comprehension, sex, and the three 
syntactic factors for possible correlations. Pearson's Product-Moment pro- 
cedures were used to compare the various means. The results indicate that 
sex does not cor:.elate with any of the other factors. Age is negatively cor- 
related with T-unit and clause length means. Reading comprehension is posi- 
tively correlated with T-unit and clause length means. T-unit length is 
positively correlated with clauses per T-unit and. clause length factors, but 
clauses per T-unit and clause length factors are not correlated with each 
other. Table X is shown on the nexrc pag.e. 
Conclusions 

■ Part III has revealed that the nodes .of discourse play a basic role in 
the research, evaluation, and instructional strategies of writing at the 
fifth-grade level. The findings validate earlier studies (Seegars, 1933; 
San Jose, 1972) and reaffirm the results of Parts I and II (Perron, May 1976 
and June 1976). Part III allows the following answers to the questions posed 
on pp. 8-9: 

1 The fifth-grade boys and girls of this study were shown to be of 
■ similar age and reading comprehension ability. They also demon- 
strated similar ranges of written syntactic complexity in the 
three 'syntactic factors. 
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TABLE X 

CORRELATION COEFFICIENTS AMONG AGE, SEX, READING 

COMPREHENSION SCORES (RC), T-UNIT LENGTH, 
CLAUSES PER T-UNIT, AND CLAUSE LENGTH MEANS 



Factor X Factor Cases 

Age by: 

RC 48 

Sex 51 

VJords/T-unit 51 

Clauses/T-unit 51 

Words/Clause 51 



Coefficients 

-.0588 
-.0190 
-.3328 
-.0554 
-.3556 



Two-Tailed 
Significance 

.69 
.90 
.02 
.70 
.01 



RC by: 
Sex 

Words/T-unit 
Clauses/T-unit 
Words/ Clause 



48 
48 
48 
48 



.1945 
.3263 
.0307 
.4242 



.18 

.02 
.84 . 
.003 



Sex by: 
Words/T-unit 

Clauses/T-unit 

Words/Clause 



51 
51 
51 



.1005 
.0327 
.1388 



.48 
.82 
.33 



Words/T-unit by: 
Clauses/T-unit 

Words/Clause 



51 
51 



.6098 
.7753 



.001 
.001 



Clauses T/ unit by: 
Words/Clause 



51 



-.0218 



.88 
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2. Their written productions were comparable in T-unit complexity in 
three of the four modes: argvunentation, exposition, descrip- 
tion. However, the boys wrote significantly more complex T-units 
than the girls in narration. One might interpret this result as 
indicating that boys were more capable than girls with this mode; 
however, this researcher feels that the topic might have had some^ 
thing to do with it. Perron (September 19T6) is currently investi- 
gating the problem, 

3. V/hen the full group was divided into ability groups based on read- 
ing comprehension grade eq\iivalent scores, the low group consis- 
tently produced the least complex syntajc in all three factors , fol- 
lowed by the middle group with significantly more complex, syntax, 
then by. the high group with significantly more complex syntax than 
the middle group. Thus, the ability groupings seemed to have been 
fairly divided for writing comparisons. 

U. The three ability groups were investigated for differences in T-unit 
complexity by mode; only two of the four modes accounted for ability 
differences: description and narration. The low, middle, and high 
groups. did not significantly differ by T-unit complexity in the modes 
of exposition and argumentation- Over-all, the direction of in- 
creasing complexity from low to high is consistent. The less com- 
plex modes seeml to encourage significant differences while the more 
complex .modes db not— at this level. However, the implication may 
also be that either the less capable writers are gaining or the more 
* capable writers are distinguishing themselves less in the more com- 
plex modes — or both. 

5. The separate ability groups were investigated across the modes next- 
Within each group, written syntactic complexity differed significantly 
across the modes. As demonstrated by T-unit length and clauses per 
T-unit means, the differences were significant at or beyond the .001 
level for each groi:^- When clause length means were compared across 
the modes, each ability group showed significant differences at or - 
beyond the -05 level- Thus, regardless of the ability level, the 
fifth graders of this study ■ produced writings that differed syntac- 
tically across the modes. The tendency was consistently upward, from 
low to high group, with a 6-73 words per T-unit (w/T) range, which 
should alert experimenters to the importance of controlling for mode 
effects in writing research. 

6. When the writings of the full group of 51 fifth graders were inves- 
tigated for differences in syntactic con^lexity across the modes, 
the results showed that the modes of disco\irse are a significant 
variable in writing analysis - In , all three factors, the differences 
across the modes were significant at or beyond the -001 level. In 
T-unit length, description accounted for the least complex syntax, 
with a mean of 8-U8 w/T; narration was higher with a mean of 9-56 
w/T; exposition was next highest, with a mean of 10-U2 w/T; finally, 
argumentation accounted for the most complex syntax, with a mean 
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of 13.06 w/T. In clauses per T-unit, the factor which illusti-ates 
the niunbers of dependent clauses in eflOh independent clause, descrip- 
tion accounted for' the least complexity; exposition vas next, fol- 
lowed "by narration, then argument at ioia--^-'each in ascending order, en- 
"coia-aging more and more dependent clauses. In clause length, the 
factor which shows the expansion of all clauses inside the T-unit, 
narration vas shown as encouraging the least expansion, followed hy 
- description, argumentation, oiid exposition— respectively— encourag- 
ing more and more clause expansion inside the T^unit. As in Parts 
I and II, Part III has revealed that the different modes of discourse 
are capable of encouraging different levels of syntactic complexity 
in children's writing. The data also has shown that fifth graders 
continue to expand their T-units hy adciing dependent clauses at dif-^ 
ferent rates "by mode. They also contiilued to expand the size of their 
clauses — at different rates by mode — although the impact of the 
modes in this factor appears to he lessening at this grade level. 

T.. Since the-^differences across the mode^ were significant, t-tests 

hetween ^paired modes were run to illustrate how the modes raioked in 
syntactic complexity. In T-unit length, "the hest index of grade 
level'' in writing analysis (Hunt, p. 50), argumentation was shown .to 
account for significantly more complex syntax than the- other three 
modes, while exposition and narration Vere tied in the middle and . 
description followed as the least conrpiex mode. In clauses per T- 
unit, argumentation was shown to lead the other modes in encouraging 
increasing numhers of dependent clauses, followed "by narration, ex- 
position, and description«-ali at significantOy lower and lower 
levels. In clause length, narration Was shown to encourage the 
least expansion of clauses inside the T-unit; description was tied 
with argumentation, which was tied with exposition as the most com- 
plex modes (although exposition was significantly more complex here 
than description). Growth in written syntactic complexity, as meas- 
ured hy T-unit length, requires hoth m increase in the numhers of 
dependent clauses and the expansion of all clauses. Argumentation 
seems to encourage the highest gains in hoth these processes. The 
next highest encouragement for T-unit gains comes from. exposition 
and narration, "but exposition ohtains this position "by encouraging 
the expansion of clauses, while narration gains this position "by en- 
ticing more dependent clauses into the T-unit. Description, although 
encouraging the least complexity in T-unit growth over-all, appears 
to encourage more expansion of clauses inside the T-unit than does 
narration at this grade level. Thus, each mode appears to play a 
unique role in encouraging syntactic coii5)lexity in the writing of 
elementary school children. 

8. When the various factors were compared for possible correlations, sex 
correlated with no other factor; thus, whether the fifth grader were 
a hoy or a girl had nothing to do with differences registered hy mode 
in this study. Age correlated only with T-unit and clause length 
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factors-in a negative way. But the coefficients were too lov to 
inSSret as informative. As was shovr. earlier, age was a signifi- 
^a^tTar aSe placing many of the older students f ss cap 

able, low group. Thus, it was likely that such a negative coirela 
tion'woJd'occSr; however, the -efficient again was too low to 
be of value as an indicator of general tendencies f ^J^^^^J^' 
• The reading comprehension means- were shown to correlate with T unit 
Sngth and'clause length factors; ^ut ' 
were too low te interpreted as informative, however , T-un^t 
length did correlate positively with Ster- 
' length factors; the coefficients were sufficiently high to te inter 
pret'ed as majo; factors in T-unit complexity, and ^^^jf^^^ 
expected. However, clauses per T-unit and clause ^-^th factors did 
no? correlate; thus, the process of increasing * he numbers °^J^P^^ 
dent -clauses has no direct impact on the process of clause . expansion 
within the T-unit— and vice-versa. 

Implications 

Fifth-grade writers have been shown to use different syntactic con5)lexity 
levels in different modes of discourse. As they did with the third- and fourth- 
graders of Parts I and II, the different modes of argumentation, exposition, 
■ narration, and description present different syntactic challenges to the fifth- 

grade writers of Part III. 

The implications regarding cognitive, linguistic, and moral development 
of Parts I and II also apply to Part III. Also, common insights apply across 
the hoard regarding the impact of modes on research, evaluation, and instruc- 
tional techniques in writing development , at these grade levels. Detailed 
comparisons will he presented in the next report of the series (Part IV). 

Several new implications appear to' surface concerning- writing research 
in Part III. Based on the findings of this study, hoth experimental and 
descriptive studies appear to require controls for the impact of the modes 
on syntactic complexity. Past research projects which have not controlled 
for mode effect should he reviewed with these findings in mind. It appears 
that syntactic complexity (often called syntactic "maturity") levels may _ 
te influenced to an unknown degree in such studies hy significant internal 
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structiiral changes due to variable mode effects." Studies which have con- 
trolled for mode would "be supported on the "basis of the findings of this study* 
No research to date has established normative data on syntactic complexity 
(or maturity) levels "by grade or age. Studies that profess this inclination 
should be reviewed with these findings in mind. 

Researchers should also "be alert to the "basic need to determine the 
main direction of the modes "by content, not "by stimuli; that is, a research- 
er should not accept a stimulus' mode-base as the sole criterion for deter- 
mining the resulting writing's mode. Since children may mix or change the 
modes in their writings , the content of the writing should be carefully per- 
used for main effect. Kantor (l9T6) has shown how children use more accessible 
modes to enter the more difficult modes; it is also the case that children 
often get carried away from their original mode base — ^by forgetting and by 
design — and end up switching modes completely- Several writings in this 
study's collection had to be eliminated because of this tendency. Thus, the 
main mode effect of the content was considered the logical way to handle this. 
For instance, a young writer stimulated by topic or experience to argue a 
point of view might find it more convenient to refer the audience to a nar- 
rative concerning the topic; if the writer gets carried away and writes only 
in narration — forgetting his argment entirely — only narration would be in- 
volved. But if the writer uses narrative to further support the argument, 
the main effect would remain in the mode of argumentation- It is therefore 
necessary for researchers to read the content of the writings with care to 
determine the actual mode base. This was the reason behind the descriptions 
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of the modes given on p. 6 of this report. 

The intermittent tendencies of younger writers to change mode "bases in 
writing also points up another quandary: does the stretching influence of 
some stimuli go "beyond the reach of the writer? I "believe the data we have 
collected so far tends to answer this in the affirmative. That is, when a 
child consistently switches modes completely, it should h.e ohvious that the 
child is struggling to higher structural levels than he or she is capable of 
attaining. I do not feel that this is damaging, since the switch has taken 
place subconsciously to ease the entry to the higher challenge. At the same 
time, such children should also he given equal opportunities to use less 
challenging modes — in more directed ways-. 

The latter insight also casts light on the teacher's role in evaluating 
children's waiting. Teachers should he alert to the many strategies avail- 
able to children in the various modes. Stimulated to write in one mode ac- 
cording to the desires of some arbitrary topic, a child may not meet the chal- 
lenge head-on but instead choose to write in a roundabout fashion toward the 
ideas which the child perceives in the topic. Thus, children who attempt to 
write an exposition concerning, for example, how to use a television set, may 
revert to the more accessible descriptive or narrative modes, describing a set 
by its pieces or telling about a favorite TV "show. The teacher whose main 
interest is seeing how the child explains the use of a TV set may be disap- 
pointed: in fact, the teacher may criticize the child's effort and thereby 
miss the clues being given by the child's limited performance. Since the 
stretching influence of mode apparently failed in the above case, the teacher 
would be better advised to acknowledge the content and mode switch, then turn 
to ways to deal with encouraging that child into those higher modes. One way 
would be to present the less capable writer with alternative topics in the 
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same mode; another vay would be to present the same topic in alternative 
modes — with the option of choice involved. The deep mental workings of the 
syntactic complexities involved from mode to mode are beyond the reach of 
even the most sophisticated linguist; and teachers who are overly critical 
of sui-f ace results fail to' take into account the accompanying cognitive and 
linguistic implications. Such criticism may miss the mark, then, and child- 
ren may become confused about expressing themselves in future writing events. 

Further clues for teacher-evaluators of writing have emerged from this 
study. An important one concerns quality. Teachers who are aware of the 
difficulty factor of the various modes realize that children, in stnaggling 
with the higher complexities of argumentation and exposition, may tangle up 
their prose in syntactic shortcomings. This may be evidenced by such prob- 
lems as run-on sentences, false starts (garbles and fragments), and mis- 
embeddings (where a referent is confused or ideas vary from clause to clause). 
Many such problems basically reflect an attempt to embed more ideas than can 
be easily handled via the limited structural paths at the writer's command. 
In such cases, the over-all quality of writing is likely to suffer. It woiad 
seem logical, then, that children who attempt to write in more difficult 
prose may be helped more by praise for their courage to experiment than by 
criticism for their failure to succeed— especially since that failure is only 
failure based on the immediate product (and even professional writers usually 
re-read and re-write initial drafts, while novices cannot attain that objec- 
tive distance as quickly and easily). Such surface errors will disappear as 
the novice becomes nore experienced (and has more guidance) in writing as 
an act, is cognitively and linguistically more developed to react to and cOn- 
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trol the underlying structures of the language, and finally, is development- 
ally ready to objectively re-read and re-write initial drafts. 

A general insight for evaluation seems to be that young writers who at- 
tempt to stretch their skills toward their full writing potential will as 
often as not make errors of logic and syntax on the way. The wise teacher, 
will encourage their efforts and support experimentation generally. Criticism 
may be challenging when it deallswith content, but it may be more useful when 
it covertly leads the writer in a positive direction for increasing syntactic 
capacity. 

The findings of this study also suggest instructional strategies for 
teachers of writing at the elementary levels. The most basic strategy involves 
the use of all the modes of discourse. On the surface, it appears that all 
children benefit from the different syntactic challenges of the different 
modes. Either the switches in structural complexities from mode to mode, or 
the more challenging complexity of the higher modes may explain the potential 
syntactic development available in this strategy. For instance, the underly- 
ing clausal processes which feed into T-unit development, as has been demon- 
strated here, shift from mode to mode. In argumentation, both an expansion 
of clauses and an increase in dependent clauses is encouraged. The other 
three modes provide more encouragement for one process than another. In other 
words, each mode appears to present a specific challenge to natural writing 
development. They may also provide stimulation in a similar manner to cogni- 
tive, linguistic, and moral development. 

Most teachers cannot be expected to understand the complex structural pro- 
cesses accompanying the apparently simple, surface products of their writers. 
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But they can "be alert to the writing opportunities which allow for them. The 
main criteria of any writing task is context— as pointed out hy Moffett. Foster- 
ing intellectual gro^rth through writing should not he a piecemeal affair. It 
should "be viewed as, a full process that only occurs in whole discourse. Thus, 
teachers would he well advised to provide the young writer with as many op- 
portunities and motivations for enjoyahle writing experiences—in all the 
modes— as often and in as balanced a fashion as possible. However, as this 
study shows, children will operate in whatever mode they feel most comfortahle 
with and most supportive of their writing energies. Thus, no matter the oh- ■ 
Jective, it may not he met entirely when it comes to mode. It appears, then, 
that teachers should offer a halanced diet hut not expect the children to 
follow it. This is a normal quandary of teaching. Although teachers should 
he relentless in encouraging children to cover all the modes, they should 
always he aware that heginning and maturing writers deserve the patience and 
respect necessary when it comes to selecting their modes to utilize internal 
capacities of syntax. Of course, this would also mean that intermittent 
opportunities he given to write freely ahout any suhject in any mode. The 
teacher's Joh, then, is to encourage, not command. 

The findings also imply that mode may play a more influential role in 
syntactic development than audience— at least at this level. In the Smith 
and Swan study (19T6), the college-aged writers were ahle to write "down" to 
less capable writers; the sixth graders were not. Neither, sixth graders 
nor college-aged students were ahle to write "up"— that is, heyond their nor- 
mal syntactic capacity. Thus, the sixth graders appear to he more closely 
restrained hy their developmental level. At this level, the spatial influence 



29 



28 



of audience appeaa-s to play a minor role in syntactic complexity. This may 
change, and apparently it does-hased on the findings of Smith and Swan. But 
certainly mode's influence at this level is stronger. Over-all. another in- 
sight into the development of writing appears: certain portions of the spatial 
and temporal elements of the writing act may he interdependent. Such relation- 
ships could only he processed in the full composition act-once more supporting 
Moffett^s claims. 

Finally, the implications of this study may extend to education in general. 
Taking its clues from natural development (as revealed hy syntactic studies 
such as this one), education would have to place variety- in all disciplines, 
contents, arts, and skills-at the heai-t of the curriculum. Education is 
obviously directed at over-all intellectual development. But underlying all 
such functional development is the accompanying formal development. The 
surface strategies are founded on underlying structural con?)lexities , ordered 
and regulated hy innate predispositions of cognition and language. Only 
through the structural organization and reorganization of these faculties can 
surface strategies he carried out and growth occur. The hest frainework for 
such development must he realistic-changing, exciting, motivating, and as 
personalized as possible. The underlying gro^h essential to intellectual 
potential must he directed as closely to its basic nature as can be discover- 
ed in research. Surface switches of experience seem to stimulate development. 
Through writing-in different modes, children participate in beneficial surface 
switches. The higher syntactic potential may mirror the higher intellectual 
potential, 'trough writing, then, the higher human potential that lies hidden 
in the recesses of every human being's cognitive and linguistic capacities 
may find its way to the surface. 
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One final note should be inserted at this point: the fact that this 
study may be interpreted as providing evidence of natural developmental 
strategies should not be interpreted as support for the position that intel- 
ligence can be speeded up. In suggesting switches by mode in instructional 
tasks, it is not my intent to accelerate development but to acknowledge its 
direction. Instructional strategies that are directed to encouraging ap- 
parent structural inclinations could be expected to result in gains that 
would direct the child to his or her highest level of performance — but not 
necessarily earlier than otherwise would be normal. 
Summary 

In this study, the four modes of argumentation, exposition, narration, 
and description have been shown to result in significantly different levels 
of written syntactic complexity at the fifth-grade level. Part Ill—as 
Parts I and II before it—may be interpreted as finding that writing develop- 
ment is an internally predisposed process which may be stimulated naturally 
by writing in varying modes. In the area of writing research, control is 
required regarding the impact of mode on writing. Also, previous studies 
whose claims refer to grade- or age-norms should be reconsidered in light 
of the range of syntactic complexity as revealed in the findings of this study. 
Teacher-evaluators of writing should be alert to possible mode-based effects 
in basic writing strategies—and not judge the products as criticially as 
they encourage the process. Implications for instructional strategies have 
also been referred to in this study, especially the need for varying the modes 
as often as possible. This should not overlook the importance of following 
children's natural inclinations via the modes. Nature apparently encourages 
formal growth in writing by varying the structures that underlie the functions 
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of writing. Different purposes require different structural changes. On the 
whole, this study seems to support previous claims concerning mode in compos- 
ing made by Moffett (1968). Mode is part of the whole discourse and cannot 
be separated—or shouldn't be— from it. The full impact of its underlying 
structural effects can only be felt within the full meaning of the act of 
composition. 
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